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Floating Wall Shelf

COVED OR BEADED SHELF

20 in. 37⁄8 in.

37⁄8 in.Narrowest 
beads or 
coves, 1⁄4 in. 
wide

Widest beads or coves, 
5⁄8 in. wide

Recess for 
French cleat, 
3⁄8 in. deep

FRONT VIEW SIDE VIEW

Split turning techniques make 
a fun and functional shelf

B Y  M A R K  G A R D N E R

Gardner makes four of these display shelves at once on the lathe, gluing up a blank from four square pieces, turning it, and 
splitting it apart. He decorates them with coves, like the shelf above, or beads, like the shelves he turns in the article.
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Floating Wall Shelf A lathe might not be the first machine that comes 
to mind when you think about making a shelf. 
But the technique of gluing multiple pieces of 

wood into a blank with paper in the joints, turning 
the blank to shape, and then splitting it apart at the 
glue joints to create quarter-columns or half-section 
elements has been used for centuries for furniture and 
architectural details. I use the same technique to make 
my floating wall shelves. I often make these shelves 
of poplar, because it’s inexpensive, turns easily, takes 
paint well, and is available in thick planks. But I’ve 
also made them from cherry and mahogany, and you 
could use pretty much any wood you want.

Mill and assemble the turning blanks
To make the big turning blank, I glue up four pieces 
of 16/4 poplar with 3⁄4-in.-thick pieces of pine as filler; 
this creates a blank that yields four shelves. The lathe’s 
drive center and live center leave their marks in the 
filler pieces instead of in the shelf wood. And when  
I split the forms apart, the soft pine filler protects the 
poplar shelf wood from damage.

Make the blank 2 in. longer than the finished shelf 
will be. Start by cutting the poplar pieces to length, 
and jointing two adjacent faces square to each oth-

er; these will be the 
glue faces. Next 
mill three pine filler 
pieces—two narrow 

ones and one wide 
one. And cut a strip of 

brown kraft paper to go 
in each glue joint.

The blank gets glued up in 
stages. Before you begin, assemble 

the blank dry and mark the layout. 
I use a brush or roller to evenly distribute the 

glue and I am not stingy with it. Coat one face of 
two poplar pieces, place a layer of kraft paper on 
each glued surface, and apply glue to the paper. Put 
the narrow pine board in between and clamp it all 
together. Do your best to keep the exposed jointed 
surfaces of the poplar and the edge of the pine filler 
piece in the same plane so it’s easier to flatten that 
surface later. Glue up both halves of the blank and 
leave the assemblies in their clamps overnight, regard-
less of what it says on the glue bottle regarding cure 
time. You don’t want the joints letting go while the 
blank is spinning on the lathe.

Next, remove the halves from their clamps and run 
them over the jointer to bring all three pieces into one 
plane. Then glue up the two halves with the wide 
pine filler board and kraft paper between them. Again, 
leave the assembly in the clamps overnight.

Bandsaw the blank, then turn it
When you get to the lathe, you’ll start by turning the 
blank to a cylinder. To speed that process, first cut the 

Glue up the big 
blank. Gardner’s 
turning blank, 
which yields 
four shelves, is 
assembled from 
16/4 poplar and 
3⁄4-in.-thick pine. 
Each glue joint 
has a layer of 
kraft paper, which 
will enable him to 
knock the pieces 
apart after turning.

Cutting corners. 
To speed up the 
turning process, 
rip off the corners 
of the blank at the 
bandsaw with the 
table set at 45°.

Split turning techniques make 
a fun and functional shelf

B Y  M A R K  G A R D N E R

Glued-up turning blank
Wide pine filler board, 
3⁄4 in. thick by 83⁄4 in. 
wide by 22 in. long

Narrow pine 
filler board, 
3⁄4 in. thick by 
4 in. wide by 
22 in. long

One layer of 
kraft paper in 
every glue joint

Poplar shelf block, 
4 in. thick by 4 in. 
wide by 22 in. long

To see how Gardner makes a different 
shelf using the techniques outlined in this 
article, go to FineWoodworking.com/291.

Online Extra
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Start with a 
cylinder. After 
turning the blank 
round with a large 
spindle-roughing 
gouge, mark its 
center point and 
the final length of 
the shelf. Then, with 
a 1⁄2-in. bowl gouge, 
turn the waste at 
the ends of the 
blank down to 
about 11⁄2 in. dia.

Mark and 
measure. When 
the pod nears 
its final shape, 
pencil reference 
lines at the center 
point and at 3-in. 
intervals on either 
side of it. Then use 
turning calipers 
to compare the 
blank’s diameter 
at corresponding 
pairs of reference 
lines.

Fine-tune the surface. Gardner achieves the steady sweep 
of the overall form using a shear scraper.

Approaching 
the pod. Turn the 
cylinder to a pod, 
or football, shape, 
with a roughing 
gouge followed by a 
1⁄2-in. spindle gouge.

corners off the blank at the bandsaw with its table tilted 
45°. Use a compass to lay out the largest circle you can 
on each end of the blank. Then use a combination 
square to lay out an octagon around the circle. Con-
nect the points of the two octagons with lines along 
the length of the blank; they’ll guide the bandsawing.

After bandsawing the blank, mount it on the lathe 
and use a spindle-roughing gouge to work it down 
from octagonal to cylindrical. once the blank is round, 
mark a centerline and both end lines with a pencil. I 
use a 1⁄2-in. bowl gouge to turn the waste at either end 
down to roughly 11⁄2 in. dia.

To create the overall football or pod shape, start 
with a roughing gouge and finish with a 1⁄2-in. spindle 
gouge. As you approach the final shape, pencil lines 
on either side of the centerline every 3 in. Using cali-
pers, check the diameter at corresponding pairs of ref-

Find the overall form Bring on the beads
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And roll to the 
left. Repeat the 
rolling cut, now 
from the center to 
the other V-groove, 
to complete the 
bead. When all the 
beads are turned, 
you can sand out 
any tool marks.

Roll to the right. 
With the V-grooves 
cut, place the 
gouge flute up at 
the center point 
between them, and 
roll right to create 
half the dome 
shape of the bead.

Each bead starts with two grooves. To turn a bead, first make V-cuts centered on 
the lines on each side of the bead. Gardner uses a 3⁄8-in. spindle gouge for the larger 
beads, and a 1⁄4-in. gouge for the smallest ones.

Graduated layout. Following marks on a plywood template, 
Gardner lays out the bead spacing. The beads graduate in size 
from the largest at the center to the smallest at the ends.

Bring on the beads

erence lines to determine that the form is symmetrical. 
Now reduce the 11⁄2-in.-dia. waste ends to about 3⁄4 in. 
dia., so they are just the pine filler. 

I fine-tune the pod shape with a shear scraper. then 
I lay out lines to turn either beads or coves. Here I’ve 
chosen beads, and I used 3⁄8-in. and 1⁄4-in. spindle 
gouges to turn them. I graduate the size of the beads 
or coves: they’re larger at the center of the form and 
get smaller toward the ends. When the beads are fin-
ished, I sand out any tool marks.

Splitting up
to split the blank, remove it from the lathe and rest it 
on a couple of sandbags on the workbench (I made 
some from the legs of old blue jeans, an idea I got 
from a mentor of mine, Stoney Lamar). After cutting 
off the waste bits at either end of the blank with a 
handsaw, split the blank with a wide, heavy paint 
scraper (not a putty knife). It is thin enough to enter 
the joint easily but stiff enough to pry the pieces apart. 
I’ve found that using a chisel for this task can damage 
the pieces, especially if a filler piece isn’t used. place 
the beveled side of the scraper toward the pine filler. 
Give the handle several good knocks with a mallet 
and the piece should split on the paper in the joint. I 
usually have a wooden wedge or two on hand in case 
the joint needs extra persuasion. 

First split the joints on both sides of the wide filler 
piece, then the narrower filler pieces. Now you have 
your four shelves. run their two flat faces over the 
jointer to remove the glue and paper residue and to 
ensure you have a square corner between the back 
and the top of the shelf.

I hang the shelves with a French cleat. to make a  
recess for it in the back of the shelf, I use a template 
and a router with a guide bushing. 
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Clamped in a corner. To rout a recess that will house the French cleat, 
Gardner makes an open-sided box with a two toggle clamps inside. One 
presses upward, the other, tucked under the top, presses toward the front.

Template-rout the recess. The top board of Gardner’s plywood 
clamping box has a slot sized to the French cleat recess. Using a spiral 
upcut bit with a guide bushing, he follows the slot and cuts the recess.

Fix the shelf cleat. One of the two cleats gets screwed into the recess; 
the other will be screwed to the wall. Make the recess slightly deeper 
than the cleat’s thickness. 

Pry four shelves from one blank. Find the seam of each glue joint with a stiff-
bladed paint scraper. Knock it in with a mallet, then pry the blank apart. To keep from 
damaging the shelf, insert the scraper with its bevel toward the pine filler piece. 

Clean and square. Lightly joint the two flat faces of each 
shelf to remove glue and paper residue and to leave them 
square to each other.

Time to split

Add a French cleat

To watch Gardner turn and split 
shelves from a blank, go to 
FineWoodworking.com/291.

Online Extra
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Clear coat at the end. The final step is to spray on a couple of coats of clear lacquer.

Paint and paper. After cleaning with compressed air, apply 
three coats of milk paint. When it dries, sand the paint, taking 
lengthwise strokes and abrading through the paint in the high 
spots to expose the charring.

Scorch the surface. Gardner uses a plumber’s torch to burn the beaded surface of 
the shelf. Then he scrubs with a soft wire brush to remove the ash.

Fix the shelf cleat. One of the two cleats gets screwed into the recess; 
the other will be screwed to the wall. Make the recess slightly deeper 
than the cleat’s thickness. 

How to finish a floating shelf
my finish for the shelves combines burning and paint-
ing. I scorch the raw wood with a plumber’s torch 
and follow that with a soft wire brush to remove the 
loose soot from the burned surfaces. After blowing the 
shelf clean with compressed air, I apply three coats of 
white milk paint. 

Once the paint is dry, I sand the beaded surface, 
taking strokes along the length of the shelf, first with 
150-grit paper and then 220. this leaves the paint in 
the valleys between the beads but sands it away on 
the high spots, revealing the charred wood and creat-
ing a nice graphic effect. After blowing the shelf clean 
again, I spray on three or four coats of a clear matte 
acrylic lacquer. □

Mark Gardner is a turner and sculptor in Saluda, N.C. 

Unusual finish
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